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van Bemmelen: Accomodation

BY

P E T E R

M.

VAN

B E M M E L E N *

Some theologians love it.
Others think it’s a dirty word. Should it be in
the Adventist theologian’s vocabulary?

U

nless you have read widely in
the church fathers and a num
ber o f later theologians as
well, there are som e things you
may not know about the
degree to which G od is said to
accom m odate His fallen creation.
The word accommodate is used in
theological circles to describe the
way He adjusts His vocabulary, con
cepts, and other means o f com m u
nication with humankind. However,
so abused has it been, so sordid its
record, that som e theologians have
expunged it from their vocabulary. It
has been said that He who said, “I
a m ... the truth,” even comprom ises
truth in His attempt to accom m o
date! For example:
• Justin Martyr, a philosopher o f
the second century A.D., concluded
that though G od really didn’t want

the Jews to offer sacrifices to Him,
He approved the practice because,
bottom line, that was a better choice
than offering sacrifices to idols, as
was their tendency.
• Church father John Chrysostom
(347-407) argued that G od intended
Adam and Eve to live not as husband
and wife but as brother and sister, so
far as sexual relations are concerned.
Marriage and sex were a divine
accom m odation to their post-sin
status.*
*Peter M. van Bemmelen is Professor of
Systematic Theology at the Seventhday Adventist Theological Seminary in
Berrien Springs, Michigan, where he
lives with his wife, Cobie. This article is
digested from a paper presented at the
First International Jerusalem Bible
Conference in June 1998.
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THE ULTIMATE ACCOMODATION*
^Detail from the painting “May I Hold Him?” by Harry Anderson. Copyright © 1967 by the
Review & Herald Publishing Association. (Models for Mary and Jesus were Stella and Kimberly
Hegstad.)
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• Higher critics in the late 19th
century asserted that Jesus accom
modated the erroneous beliefs and
misconceptions o f His time, which,
with the progress o f humanity to
“higher morality and greater scien
tific knowledge,” should be aban
doned.
These are just a sampling o f the
manner in which theologians and
philosophers have wrongly applied
the principle o f accom m odation to
Scripture. Is there a right use? If so,
can we distinguish valid applications
o f the principle from invalid appli
cations? Would not the wiser course
be to avoid such a controversial
term? Or is accom m odation really
important to correctly interpreting
Scripture, as some theologians argue?
Let’s seek answers by briefly explor
ing divine accom m odation in his
tory, revelation, and Scripture.

Where the Roots Go
The concept o f accom modation
is important for hermeneutics as
well as all other theological and
philosophical disciplines.1 The an
cient Romans, who popularized the
word, used it to express the idea that
an orator would adapt himself to his
audience in his choice o f words, ges
tures, and emotions. A ccom m oda
tion, then, was a rhetorical device
used to move hearts and persuade
minds in whatever manner the ora
tor intended. The concept o f accom
modation, as distinguished from the

word, is deeply rooted in the sacred
Scriptures. In a much more exalted
sense than in Roman usage, God, in
His self-revelation to humanity,
adapts Him self to the mental and
spiritual capacity o f human beings,
so that they can com e to know Him,
learn to trust Him, and ultimately, to
love Him.
In the history o f Christian
thought, accom m odation has played
a significant role, even though the
word is a theological rather than a
biblical term. On the negative side, it
has been applied, as my introduction
documents, in a way that contradicts
the biblical data— one reason the
concept has been ignored or avoided
by Christian scholars committed to
the veracity o f Scripture. On the
positive side, however, accom m oda
tion is intrinsic to correctly inter
preting Scripture. It helps us under
stand how to balance the divine and
human elements— particularly as
they are involved in the Incarnation,
its purpose and nature. Therefore,
we must not discard accom m oda
tion because o f its misuse.

Historical Use and Abuse
With caution in mind, let’s re
examine the concept as it has been
applied by Christian thinkers in dif
ferent periods o f church history.
Justin Martyr, in addition to the
example earlier cited, used accom
m odation to explain that G od
through Moses had given the Jews
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I f we buy into this form o f accommodation and see
ourselves as the truly educated adults o f this age o f science
and rationalism, the rational thing to do, o f course, is to
jettison the religious myths o f our childhood.

laws on circumcision, Sabbaths, sac
rifices, and many other subjects
because o f the hardness o f their
hearts. This second-century philoso
pher who had converted to Chris
tianity, also wrote that God, “accom
modating H im self to that nation,
enjoined them ... to offer sacrifices,
as if to His name, in order that you
might not serve idols.”2 He applies
the same argument to G od’s com
mand to build a temple for His
name in Jerusalem.3 Other early
Christian writers use similar argu
ments.
Origen (A.D. 185-254) finds
divine accom m odation in Scripture
and the incarnation o f Christ.
Because o f human weakness, he said,
Scripture comes to us in a humble
style. And the “incarnate Lord, like
the written revelation in inspired
scripture, is a veil that must be pen
etrated. It is an accom modation to
our present capacities in this life.”4
Several times, Origin refers to G od
“baby-talking” to us, as a father does
to his little child or a school master
to his pupils. In his comments on
Jeremiah 18:6 to 10, where it seems
that G od changes His mind and

“repents” o f a contemplated action,
Origen assures us that “when divine
providence [oikonomia] is involved
in human affairs, G od assumes
human intelligence, manners and
language.”5
O f all the church fathers,
Chrysostom (A.D. 347-407) made
m ost use o f accom m odation, or
condescension, in stressing G od ’s
relationship to human weakness.
“That he who is G od was willing to
becom e man, that he mightily suf
fered to accom m odate him self
[katabenai] is too great to com pre
hend.”6 Som e o f his attempts to
explain the “too greats” go beyond,
and in som e cases, against, the clear
m eaning o f the Scriptures. One
example: G od’s alleged objective o f
perpetual virginity for Adam and
Eve.7

An Extraordinary Theology for
Ordinary People
A m ong Protestant reformers,
John Calvin (1509-1564) stands out
for his use o f accom m odation not
only as a hermeneutic principle but
also as a theological expedient. Like
Chrysostom a thousand years ear-
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An incontrovertible manifestation o f divine
accommodation is found in the law o f God, the Ten
Commandments. It is obvious from the sins
prohibited that this law is accommodated to the sinful
condition o f humanity.
Her, Calvin was deeply impressed
with G od ’s accom m odation to hu
man capacity as revealed throughout
Scripture.
Explaining why M oses didn ’t
mention the creation o f angels in
Genesis one, Calvin said that the
prophet “accom modating himself to
the rudeness o f com m on folk, m en
tions in the history o f the Creation
no other works o f G od than those
which show themselves to our own
eyes.”8
Calvin here highlights an aspect o f
accommodation with important im
plications for biblical hermeneutics:
The word o f God is often adapted for
ordinary people. He sees another
example o f this adaptation in G od’s
making “two great lights: the greater
light to rule the day, and the lesser
light to rule the night”— an obvious
reference to the sun and moon.
Would one then have to adjust on e’s
theology to account for the discov
ery by astronomers o f Calvin’s time
that Saturn is greater than the
moon?
Said Calvin: “If the astronomer
inquires respecting the actual

dimensions o f the stars, he will find
the m oon to be less than Saturn; but
this is something abstruse, for to the
sight it appears differently. Moses,
therefore, rather adapts his discourse
to com m on usage___There is there
fore no reason why janglers should
deride the unskilfulness o f Moses in
making the m oon the second lumi
nary; for he does not call us up into
heaven, he only proposes things
which lie open before our eyes.”9
With the rise o f rationalism and
biblical criticism, theologians began
to apply the principle o f accom m o
dation in a manner somewhat simi
lar to that o f the church fathers.
God, it was claimed, accommodated
His revelation to the erroneous ideas
and beliefs o f more primitive times.
Gotthold Lessing (1729-1781) in his
book The Education o f the Human
Race, wrote o f G od ’s revelation
through Moses to the Israelites as a
moral education “adapted to the age
o f children, an education o f rewards
and punishments addressed to the
senses.”10Linked to this was the asser
tion that jesus Christ in His incarna
tion accommodated Himself to the
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erroneous beliefs and m isconcep
tions o f His tim e.11
If we buy into this form o f ac
com m odation and see ourselves as
the truly educated adults o f this age
o f science and rationalism, the ratio
nal thing to do, o f course, is to jetti
son the religious myths o f our child
hood. If, on the other hand, we
retain at least a visage o f faith, we
may wish to take a hard second look
at accom m odation and jettison,
instead, that which false. But how do
we make that critical decision?

Important Questions
Whenever we wonder whether
certain expressions or statements in
Scripture constitute divine accom
modations to human capacity, we
should ask such questions as: To
what is G od accom m odating His
revelation? Can we identify a com
m on perception, a familiar tradition
or custom, som e well-known condi
tions in the human realm to which it
can be said that G od accommodates
Him self in communicating with us?
Unless such a perception, custom, or
condition can be identified, we must
call in question the alleged accom
modation.
An interesting adaptation to
human custom can be found in
Genesis 15:9-21, where G od made a
covenant with Abraham. Here, we
find the Lord condescending to
em ploy such contemporary forms as
were used for ratification o f a

solem n agreement. Som e might
think that G od does not need to
adapt Him self in this manner, but
G od ’s thoughts are not our
thoughts, and certainly His wisdom
supercedes ours. His accom m oda
tion highlights His humility as well
as His great desire to communicate
with us in words and ways that will
win our confidence and reach our
heart.
Another crucial question is
whether the perceived accom m oda
tion is consistent with other revela
tions o f the divine character as can
be seen in G od ’s dealing with
humanity. Where an alleged accom
m odation contradicts other revela
tions in Scripture, one has reason to
suspect its authenticity. It cannot be
over-stressed: We must let the entire
Scriptures speak in order to distin
guish true accom m odations from
false.

Limiting Omniscience
Having taken a short course in
Accom m odation 101, as understood
by scholars throughout the cen
turies, let’s examine several scrip
tural examples that point us toward
understanding how to distinguish
the true from the false. It is generally
recognized that the Bible, from Gen
esis to Revelation, speaks about
G od in very human terms. In
Genesis 18, we find another example
involving Abraham, with whom the
Lord speaks about the outcry con-
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cerning the sin o f S od om and
Gomorrah. In verse 21, He an
nounces His intention to ‘“go down
now and see whether they have done
altogether according to the outcry
against it that has com e to Me; and if
not, I will know ”’ (NKJV).
Strange words, in light o f the
scriptural teaching o f G od’s om ni
science. Was it really necessary for
G od to com e down to find out what
was happening? Could the situation
be different from what He had
heard? Or is this passage an example
o f the Lord acting and speaking at
the level o f human acting and speak
ing? Careful!— if we conclude that
the Lord was deliberately giving a
false impression o f His knowledge
about Sodom and Gomorrah, we
make G od a liar. And Scripture says
G od is truthful and cannot lie
(Num. 23:19).
The rest o f Genesis 18 is an amaz
ing record o f divine accommodation,
the Lord permitting Himself to be
questioned by a human being. Abra
ham was well aware o f the conde
scension on G od’s part, for he said,
“‘I who am but dust and ashes have
taken it upon myself to speak to the
Lord,”’and he addressed G od as “‘the
Judge o f all the earth’” (Gen. 18:27,
25, NKJV) -Abraham’s response is not
indicative o f a primitive understand
ing o f G od’s omniscience. We here
encounter an example o f anthropo
morphic language— language expres
sing G od’s thinking in a way we

might express it, or at the least, the
way we might understand it.
Another example o f anthropo
m orphic language is found in Gene
sis 9:16, where G od speaks about the
rainbow as the sign o f His covenant.
He said to Noah and his sons: “‘The
rainbow shall be in the cloud, and I
will look on it to remember the ever
lasting covenant between G od and
every living creature o f all flesh that
is on the earth’” (NKJV). Did G od
need to look at the rainbow in order
to remember His covenant? No, He
simply “speaks to us in our own lan
guage, that we may better under
stand Him.”12

The Whole Truth
What o f Justin M artyr’s sugges
tion that G od’s com m and to the
Israelites to sacrifice animals was an
accom m odation to the inclination
o f this rude, childlike people to idol
atry, which many had participated in
among the Egyptians? Although the
Egyptian influence is factual, Scrip
ture does not square with the expla
nation. Rather, G od instituted ani
mal sacrifices as a means by which
fallen humanity, from Adam and Eve
on, w ould acknowledge sins and
express faith in the Redeemer to
come. The New Testament clearly
explains the typological significance
o f the sacrificial system as pointing
to the sacrifice o f Christ. We can see
in that system evidence o f divine
condescension and accommodation,
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Writing o f the two great principles o f the law o f Jehovah

—

to love God supremely and to love our neighbor as
ourself— Ellen White explained that these principles “were
more explicitly stated to man after the fall, and worded to
meet the case o f fallen intelligences.”

but not merely to the idolatrous ten
dencies o f the Jews, rather, to the
darkened com prehension o f the
entire human race. Som e church
fathers quoted texts in support o f
M artyr’s view; but the totality o f
biblical data does not support their
surmise. To prevent faulty or biased
applications o f accommodation, we
must bring the totality o f Scripture
to bear upon each use o f this con
cept.

Lessons From the Law
An incontrovertible manifesta
tion o f divine accom m odation is
found in the law o f God, the Ten
Commandments. It is obvious from
the sins prohibited that this law is
accom modated to the sinful condi
tion o f humanity. Both in their spec
ifications and in their negative for
mulas, the Ten Commandments are
addressed to fallen human beings. In
an article titled “The Law o f God,”
Ellen White early drew attention to
this fact. Writing o f the two great
principles o f the law o f Jehovah— to
love G od supremely and to love our

neighbor as ourself— she explained
that these principles “were more ex
plicitly stated to man after the fall,
and worded to meet the case o f fallen
intelligences. This was necessary in
consequence o f the minds o f men
being blinded by transgression.”13
Theologians today who limit the
Ten Com m andm ents only to the
Israelites follow in the accommodationist footsteps o f Justin Martyr
and other church fathers. In addi
tion to his views that I have quoted
earlier, Martyr argued that “G od
enjoined you to keep the Sabbath,
and im pose [sic] on you other pre
cepts for a sign, . . . on account o f
your unrighteousness, and that o f
your fathers.”14 To substantiate his
argument, Martyr then quotes G od ’s
words in Ezekiel 20:19 to 26. Clearly,
for Martyr, the commandment to
keep the Sabbath holy was not bind
ing on all humanity but accom m o
dated to the Jews because they were
prone to forget the Lord.15
Though the ceremonial, or cultic,
laws were given specifically to the
Jews, the moral law expressed in the

21
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol4/iss1/10

8

van Bemmelen: Accomodation

Christ in every respect— in power, wisdom, knowledge— was
not only beyond the age in which He lived on earth, but
also beyond any age since. However, He restrained Himself, not
sharing more than essential for His mission: to “save His
people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21, NKJV).

Ten Com m andm ents is binding
upon every human being. Jesus
Christ and the apostles consistently
confirm ed their universality. G od
honored the Hebrews at Sinai “by
making them the guardians and
keepers o f His law, but it was to be
held as a sacred trust for the whole
w orld.”16 Although the underlying
principles o f G od ’s law are binding
upon all beings created in the image
o f God, the Ten Com m andm ent
form in which they are expressed is
adapted to earth’s fallen inhabitants.

The Ultimate Accommodation
The ultimate in divine accom m o
dation to humanity is expressed in
“the Word ... made flesh” (John 1:14,
KJV). The Apostle Paul refers to the
incarnation as the mystery o f godli
ness (1 Tim. 3:16). The entire life and
death o f Christ was one uninterrupted
accommodation to the need o f every
member o f the human family. If the
Apostle Paul could say o f himself, “I
have become all things to all men,
that I might by all means save

som e” (1 Cor. 9:22, NKJV), how infi
nitely more do such words apply to
the incarnate Lord, who freely
becam e all things to all human
beings.
“As our Example, we have One
who is all and in all, the chiefest
among ten thousand, One whose
excellency is beyond comparison. He
graciously adapted His life for uni
versal imitation. United in Christ
were wealth and poverty, majesty
and abasement, unlimited power,
and meekness and lowliness which
in every soul who receives Him will
be reflected. In Him, through the
qualities and powers o f the human
mind, the wisdom o f the greatest
Teacher the world has ever known
was revealed.”17
Christ accom modated His teach
ing to the comprehension o f His
audience, both in public discourses
and in private interviews. With what
tact, for instance, did He adapt His
teaching to such different people as
Nicodem us, the learned and re
spected Pharisee, and the Samaritan
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woman, who seemed to be an out
cast even in the opinion o f her own
people. C hrist’s lessons “are for all,
and adapted to the needs o f all,” and
though they “are clothed in language
so simple that a child might under
stand. .. the truth is so deep that the
m ost learned may well be charmed,
and worship the Author o f matchless
w isdom .”18

Erroneous Knowledge
Just as with other forms o f divine
accommodation, we must distinguish
truth from error in respect to the
incarnation. Consider, for example,
the idea that Christ accommodated
Himself to the erroneous knowledge
o f His time. In the oft-quoted words
o f bishop Charles Gore, Christ
“willed so to retain the beams o f
Deity as to observe the limits o f the
science o f His age, and He puts Him
self in the same relation to its histori
cal knowledge.”19The consequence o f
such thinking: Christ’s statements in
respect to science and history might
be true in the context o f the knowl
edge o f His time, but prove to be
erroneous in the light o f the advanced
knowledge o f a later age.
Gore stressed the limits o f Christ’s
knowledge in reference to science and
history; others see the accommoda
tion extending also to the people’s
pride and prejudices. The evidence of
Scripture points in another direction.
Christ in every respect— in power,

wisdom, knowledge— was not only
beyond the age in which He lived on
earth, but also beyond any age since.
However, He restrained Himself, not
sharing more than essential for His
mission: to “save His people from
their sins” (Matt. 1:21, NKJV). On the
evening before His death, He told His
disciples: “T still have many things to
say to you, but you cannot bear them
now ’” (John 16:12, NKJV). His selfrestraint constituted an important
aspect o f His accommodation to the
limited capacity o f fallen human
beings.

In a Nutshell
To formulate a sound interpreta
tion o f Scripture, which is the
inspired record o f divine revelation,
we must study divine accom m oda
tion. Failure to do so has often led to
a faulty understanding o f how G od
communicates with His fallen cre
ation and a narrow understanding o f
the incarnation o f our Lord. We
must also guard against false appli
cations o f this concept, which
undermine or distort the veracity o f
G od ’s Word. A correct (biblical)
understanding o f accom m odation
will lead to deeper reverence toward
“the Word ... made flesh.”
REFERENCES
1 L. N. Sweet and G. W. Bromiley,
“Accommodation,” The International Stan
dard Bible Encyclopedia, Revised ed. (1979),
Continued on page 63

23
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol4/iss1/10

10

Continued from page 23

van Bemmelen: Accomodation

1:24.
2Justin Martyr, Dialogue With Trypho 19
(ANF, 1:204).
3Ibid., 22 (ANF, 1:206).
4Henry Chadwick, Early Christian
Thought and the Classical Tradition: Studies
in Justin, Clement, and Origen (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1966), p. 92.
5Origen Homily 18:6. Quoted in Stephen
D. Benin, The Footprints o f God: Divine
Accommodation in Jewish and Christian
Thought (Albany, N.Y.: State University of
New York Press, 1993), p. 13.
6John Chrysostom, On the Incomprehensi
ble Nature of God, 6.3. Quoted in Benin, p. 69.
7Ibid., pp. 60-62.
8John Calvin, Institutes o f the Christian
Religion 1:14:3 (LCC, 20:162).
9 John Calvin, Commentaries on the First
Book o f Moses Called Genesis, John King,
trans. Reprint ed. (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.), 1:87.
10Gothhold Ephraim Lessing, The Educa
tion o f the Human Race, trans. F. W. Robert
son, trans. (London, 1927), pp. 197, 198.
Quoted in Benin, p. 203.

“W O M A N ,

11For examples o f this use o f accom m o
dation, see Peter Maarten van Bemmelen,
Issues in Biblical Inspiration: Sanday and
Warfield (Berrien Springs, Mich.: Andrews
University Press, 1988), pp. 40, 141, 235,
236.
12Ellen G. White, Patriarchs and Prophets
(Mountain View, Calif.: Pacific Press Publ.
Assn., 1958), p. 106.
The Law o f God,”Review
13 __________ ,“
and Herald (May 6, 1875). Quoted in The
SDA Bible Commentary, Vol. 1, p. 1104.
14Justin Martyr, Dialogue With Trypho, 21
(ANF, 1:204).
15Ibid., 19 (ANF, 1:204).
16Ellen G. White, Patriarchs and Prophets,
p. 305.
Let This Mind Be in
17 ___________ , “
You,”Signs o f the Times (September 3, 1902).
18 __________, “
Christ’
s Use o f Parables,”
ibid. (November 7, 1892).
19Charles Gore, “
The Holy Spirit and
Inspiration,”in Lux Mundi: A Series of Stud
ies in the Religion o f the Incarnation, Charles
Gore, ed. (New York: John W. Lovell Co.,
1891), p. 301.

B E H O L D

T H Y

S O N ”

V
U

ven when Jesus was nailed to the

cross, Mary m ust have thought that death w ou ld not take H im from her.
H e w ould w ork a miracle. He w ou ld com e down. He w ould yet rule
Israel.
She believed this until the m om en t Jesus gave her to John. W hen He
gave her up, then it was that she knew H e m ust die. Never had H e given
her, His mother, into the hand o f another. Never had He, her son, left her
to suffer alone.
It was then that she knew, and in knowing, bore her cross. — R.R.H.
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